This article describes the steps needed to design and teach a successful game-based online course using the techniques of The Multiplayer Classroom model. It outlines the pre-production, production, and executive phase of the development process, and defines the key components of each phase including executive summary, story, theme, setting, characters, game mechanics, milestones, testing, and team work.
INTRODUCTION
I am going to start with three warnings. These are not meant to scare you off. On the contrary, they are meant to be an encouragement. they are willing to broaden their horizons as you are willing to broaden yours. They may find themselves journeying outside of that little room with the green screen, to boldly go where no online course developer has ever gone before.
Finally, please keep in mind that if you are the professional teacher, the other members of the team are professionals as well. Be guided by their expertise, just as they should be guided by yours. Too many promising courses end up badly because experts decided that because they were expert in X, they could handle Y or Z just as well. That's human nature but it can be calamitous. The best working relationships I've ever had on a team like this were those where mutual respect was the rule. Opinions should always be welcome from others on the team. Respectful discussion is always the sign of good teamwork.
PRE-PRODUCTION
Once the team has been identified, the first stage of pre-production begins: the development schedule. In the form of a Gantt chart, a simple table or some equivalent timeline for production will be laid out. Milestones will be established, deliverables will be determined, and team members will be assigned to produce all of the necessary components of the class.
Game development is a process: iterate, test, iterate, test, etc. Where do you begin? With a theme. A theme for a game that is meant to teach should embody both sides of that coin.
Narrative and gameplay support the concepts taught in the course, and the subject matter supports the game. The theme can be as simple as "Learning math will help you to live within your means." The game that supports that theme can abstract it into a fable about geese that lay golden eggs, but at heart the message should be clear. Reinforce the theme throughout the course, even if it evolves as you develop the game. Let it. It does not have to be universal, but you should believe in it.
The game then makes certain that each player can use those skills to contribute to the success of their team. With the help of the instructor, I try to get a good idea of who the game's players will be. What are their skills, their interests? What do they enjoy? We will then give them opportunities to team up with other students and use those skills to aid them. I will tailor moments in the game to give each player a chance to shine. The gratitude and praise from other teammates is worth far more than getting an extrinsic grade. It makes them want to learn more to feel they're accomplishing something, to give their efforts worth.
The production period is when you meld the gameplay and course into an integrated whole. Your team will find cast members and create or collect art assets like logos, maps, or the sketches one of your characters will draw; establish websites, shoot the videos, and test the multiplayer classroom. Remember the first warning I gave you: beware of scope. For the most part talking heads are fine, but consider at least one or two videos with a wider angle to balance those a bit. Talking heads can get boring quickly. Watch how TV news switches camera angles, adds videos, etc.
Actors can be found everywhere. You do not need Hollywood stars. You'll find actors at a local theatre group, a drama club at a nearby high school, even in your own family.
Remember these are characters, not instructors. If you are the instructor you can be either a fictional character or yourself; but you should conduct yourself as the instructor both to keep the teaching clear and the world of the game alive.
Testing is essential. You are testing whether the subject matter is being communicated to the player, whether the assets are believable, and whether your fictional websites are bug free. Games go through two major stages of testing. Alpha testing occurs at a stage when most of the pieces of your game/course are in place. They may not be in a final form.
There may be placeholders for some assets. You may need to read aloud some messages or teaching that have not yet been captured on video. Alpha testing is traditionally done by the team building a game. I would recommend bringing in outside testers as well. Let them play the game in a setting that mimics as closely as possible how the students will play it.
You will be tempted to give hints or guide them. Don't! They are the best chance you have Any changes to the design should be incremental, little more than a tweak here or there.
Look, there's a signpost up ahead. What does it say? It's show time!
EXECUTION
You're done, right? Everything is ready, just push the starter button. Well, not exactly: just as in many online courses there will continue to be interactions with students, adjustment of content, and so on. Also, you will have one more important job. Watch carefully how your students are learning the subject matter and how they are playing the game. Both observations will be important to the success of the course.
Testing their comprehension should be built into the gameplay whenever possible. As in the Cal Poly course, measure their progress within the fiction of the game to maintain the fourth wall. This is what I call "collateral learning." It is possible for players to be so caught up in a game-any game-that they learn without realizing it. So, if the course is algebra, present questions as challenges. In a game I designed a few years ago players used algebra to help star-crossed lovers, find a lost child, and solve a mystery that had been haunting a small town. That particular game was a bit too obvious in how it presented the problems, but it helped that they were integral to the player's purpose of helping the town.
Be prepared to alter the game on the fly. Not in any critical way that would mean some assets might go unused, or the story might take a new improvisational jog that will have you losing sleep while rushing to keep up with it, but if a student is having difficulty mastering a concept give him/her a secret mission or an extra puzzle. Remember, you've learned what the students' skill sets and interests are. Place the new challenge in a realm where it matches that skill set or interest.
Intrinsic rewards are personal. If you notice a gameplay element or subject matter that students really like, beef up that component a little. Present a similar challenge or incident.
Again, not enough to damage the overall game or story or character, just a little twist that keeps the spirit of the fiction.
Students love it when something they've done is acknowledged and responded to by the game fiction. In every multiplayer classroom I've designed, I've done this. I make note of student comments and have fictional characters respond. I single out players who help others by rewarding them with in-game recognition. I found the thinking on my feet that this requires is not a burden and can be invigorating.
